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Acting and Motion Capture in a Digital Gaming World | FEATURES mean by espionage. There's a shitload of money at stake. If a game becomes globally popular, particularly in China with a huge audience share, the numbers are really astounding.
Mark:
Compared to independent theatre, where you're lucky if you can produce a show.
Joy: You're lucky if you can get the rights to a play, if you can afford to produce the play, let alone pay the rent for the theatre space. It's like comparing the Cassini spaceship to a paperclip, in economic terms.
Mark: Last year [2017] , Todd Frankel of the Washington Post told a compelling story about the struggles of voice actors in the video game industry; his story takes the actor's point of view that led to a labour dispute, then a strike. Frankel situates the digital gaming industry as a global, $24-billion-dollar business with complex power dynamics representing diverse wealth inequalities. He points to the 2017 strike-the longest in the history of Hollywood's actor's union-between SAG-AFTRA and a group of the largest video game developers, over safety issues like vocal stress and basic incentives like bonus pay. Joy: I don't know. But, of course, not to the same extent because of our numbers. But I actually can't answer that. But I want to say something: These men and women who write code (and there are a lot of really small independent gaming companies in Toronto), they are artists in their own right. It's a different craft. Video gaming has always mixed these disciplinary boundaries.
Coders are artists too. And as the process goes on, there are people designing the physical look of characters, colour technicians, and a larger number of artists engaged in these creative endeavours. I think there is a spillover from animation. For example, Donkey Kong was one of the first computer-generated animated series; technology evolved across boundaries and borders. Video gaming has always crossed media and disciplinary boundaries. As the technology evolves, there are going to be growing pains. 
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Joy: In its early years, the digital gaming industry may not have understood the importance of the actor's role. Yes, ultimately the actor is there to serve the script. But the script isn't served unless an actor gives a dynamic and nuanced performance. It's like the difference between an average performance and one that resonates with its audiences. There are gaming stars, and this is an emerging area for actors to find celebrity.
Mark:
Are you familiar with the #GamerGate controversy? In video game culture, what you describe is very typical, and the upshot was a controversy centred on the blatant sexism and misogyny of the industry.
Joy:
Have you not heard of the #MeToo movement?
Mark: Of course, but when working at Ubisoft-?
No, not at all. It really was so much fun working there. It was a pleasure.
Mark: What was it like?
Joy: Really, it was so much fun. I walked into a nondescript building on Wallace Ave. [in Toronto], and we walked through a lunchroom and off this room there was this place where people play video games. It was not quite a man cave, not high stress, everyone seemed to love what they were doing-and there were even women working in this amazingly relaxed environment. I walked into the theatre/performance space, and it's hugemaybe a 3,000-square-foot space, a two-story structure. There is metal scaffolding along the walls holding cameras-cameras are placed every few feet. The cameras are both vertical and lateral. I was fitted with a special outfit: a two-piece Lycra outfit, special shoes, black sneakers. And on each of the major joints of your body, silver balls are sewn into the fabric. You end up having to wear a headpiece with a camera that is pointed at your face-which is so weird. The cameras are connected to a massive computer system that picks up our movement. I had one opportunity to take a look on this computer screen, and I was displayed as a moving stick figure. It was amazing.
Mark: I'm interested in what you understand when you said, "The camera picked up our movement." Was this natural movement?
Joy: It's all connected. It's like playing pretend in a big factory. You have to use your imagination to create everything visually. But in terms of the acting process, it's the same thing you would do to connect with character or ensemble, as you would act in any other discipline. And because you have no props, no sets, the atmosphere is instantly science fiction-you have to work extra hard to create that atmosphere as the actor. Remember you still have a camera attached to your head, with the 'POV' (point of view) on your face! So it's a smashing collision of different formats: It's like theatre-in-the-round; it's working with four cameras, like comedy acting; it's film work, doing a close-up with a 70 mm lens; it's physical, it's stunt work, running around with, let's say, guns . . . and your imagination is fully utilized. So it's fascinating on a number of levels.
Mark: Does an actor require any special training to do this work?
Joy: Every actor needs training, regardless of the format they are working in. Your craft and technique are always going to be there as an actor. I suppose it's just a matter of what 'stage' you happen to be working in. As long as you are connected and authentic to the material and your ensemble, and you fill the space with the appropriate amount of energy for the frame of the space, you've served the project. You don't need special motion-capture school to learn how to do this . . . Just learn the craft of acting-rely on the craft to move across contexts. Ultimately, it's just plain pretend.
Mark: I love pretend, like magic and make-believe. What about this acting experience allows you to express emotion? Because you seem pretty constrained by the room, the suit, and the headgear . . .
. . . in terms of the acting process, it's the same thing you would do to connect with character or ensemble, as you would act in any other discipline.
Joy: Not at all. Expressing emotion comes from the script and creating character. The odd thing with this is there is no single end point-remember, in games, there are multiple versions with multiple endings, so as an actor you have to try and figure out story arcs (plural intended) and then character arcs (plural as well). The emotions will come if you are true to the story and character arcs. There's no mathematical formula; you have a map-the script, its plot points-but you're also dealing with other characters, and you have to respond to what they are giving you.
Mark: But aren't you distracted by the technology?
Joy: Initially yes, but you get used to it very quickly. As an actor, you are a puzzle piece, there to serve the script. It doesn't matter what you are wearing. My character would have worn pumps; and putting on shoes helps find character. In this experience, I was wearing a flat, sneaker-like shoe, so I had to imagine my character is wearing pumps . . . I wasn't standing on my toes or sticking my butt out, as if I were wearing pumps. This work required me to imagine wearing them. And I did.
Mark:
If the opportunity arises, would you take another role like this?
Joy: YES, YES, YES! It's so much fun.
Mark: Do you see the impact of digital gaming culture on our traditions of theatre and performance?
Joy: I think gaming impacts one's attention span. In fact, the World Health Organization has recently stated that gaming can be considered an addictive behaviour. It changes the circuitry in the brain.
As of January of this year, gaming addiction is now classified as a disorder that impacts the brain's neuroplasticity, yes. ('digital-gaming' or 'video-gaming' ) characterized by impaired control over gaming, increasing priority given to gaming over other activities to the extent that gaming takes precedence over other interests and daily activities, and continuation or escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences. For gaming disorder to be diagnosed, the behaviour pattern must be of sufficient severity to result in significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, occupational or other important areas of functioning and would normally have been evident for at least 12 months.
Joy: I see it within my own son, who is 13, where I have to limit the amount of time he plays video games, in part because the material is so violent and misogynistic. An ability for an audience member to sit in a theatre and focus on a play for two or three hours is in direct conflict with the bombardment of stimuli within these games. Younger generations have a harder time focusing their attention for long periods of time. Also consider the impact of games on the North American film industry. The amount of action that occurs, in less time, accounts for changing attention spans. Film producers are catering to audiences with shorter attention spans and an unconscious need for visually stimulating stories. It's all about entertainment and storytelling. It's interesting to see how these powerful disciplines evolve and merge. Not to become one, but all disciplines are slipping into and out of each other's stream. Keep in mind, these disciplines are all connected by actors, writers, directors, producers, and the audience.
